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Abstract
Policy makers have introduced a number of measures to encourage older workers to stay in 
the labour market, with improving access to training a particular priority. Policy action appeared 
justified by evidence that older workers are less likely to participate in training, and more likely 
to have never been offered training by employers – a key finding of Taylor and Urwin’s (2001) 
review of Labour Force Survey (LFS) data from 1997. This article models LFS data from 2007 
Corresponding author:
Colin Lindsay, Strathclyde Business School, University of Strathclyde, Glasgow G1 1XU, UK. 
Email: colin.lindsay@strath.ac.uk
Workforce ageing: article
Canduela et al. 43
to assess whether age remained a predictor of inequalities in training. It finds that men over 
50 remained among those least likely to have been offered training by employers. There were 
other significant inequalities in participation, suggesting a polarization in access to jobs that offer 
opportunities for training and progression. The article concludes that policies promoting ‘active 
ageing’ need to challenge negative employer attitudes and acknowledge fundamental inequalities 
in access to skills.
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Introduction
British policy makers, like those of many other industrialized nations, have increasingly 
emphasized the need to retain older workers in the labour market in order to cope with 
the impacts of demographic change and promote age equality. The Labour government 
of 1997–2010 introduced a number of policies designed to encourage older workers to 
stay in work (DWP, 2009), with improving access to training an area of particular interest 
(DWP, 2005). There appeared to be an urgent need for policy action on these issues. For 
example, Taylor and Urwin (2001), analysing Labour Force Survey (LFS) data from 
1997 in this journal, demonstrated that older workers were among those least likely to 
have recently engaged in work-related training, and that they were more likely to have 
never been offered training by their employer. This article seeks to further develop this 
analytical approach and to identify what, if any, progress was made by older workers 
(and other potentially disadvantaged groups) in accessing work-related training during 
the following decade. Again using LFS data, this time for 2007, the article identifies 
inequalities in participation in work-related training, and specifically the extent to which 
age still mattered. The article aims to identify the extent to which older workers faced 
continued disadvantage in access to training, which may have resulted from employers’ 
negative attitudes and/or other barriers to participation.
Following this introduction, the article discusses the context for the research: poten-
tial individual and workplace-related barriers to participation in training faced by older 
workers, and policies designed to respond to these problems. The following sections then 
describe the methodology and present findings from an analysis of LFS data. The article 
concludes by discussing continuing inequalities in access to training, and the extent to 
which older workers remain disadvantaged, before briefly considering issues for policy.
Context: ageing, skills and participation in training
National governments and international stakeholders have increasingly emphasized the 
promotion of active ageing as key to responding to the challenges of demographic 
change. Policy responses have focused on two priorities: helping inactive older people 
back into work; and extending working lives, through keeping people in employment up 
to or beyond state retirement/pension ages (Hollywood et al., 2007; Riach and Loretto, 
2009). For the 1997–2010 Labour government, one important aspect of helping people 
to work longer involved promoting access to training in the workplace (Loretto et al., 
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2007). Policies included legislation to outlaw direct discrimination, ‘Age Positive’ 
campaigns directed at employers that made the business case for retaining older workers 
and supply-side measures to encourage individuals to take up training. Improving and 
widening access to work-related training remains a priority for the Conservative-Liberal 
Democrat Coalition government formed in 2010 (HM Government, 2010).
These measures appeared necessary given the evidence that many older workers 
faced substantial barriers to participation in both work and training (OECD, 2005). There 
may be a number of explanations for declining participation rates among older workers. 
For example, some lower skilled older people may have missed out on basic skills. 
Newton et al.’s (2005: 2) in-depth research with learning and training providers con-
cluded that ‘older adults may feel threatened by the thought of trying to attain basic skills 
that they have survived without. The social stigma attached to the lack of basic skills can 
render people too embarrassed to admit they need such training’. Winterbotham et al. 
(2002) similarly found that many older people engaging in work-based training felt that 
it was too late to learn basic skills. More generally, perceived ‘life stage’ has been identi-
fied as a predictor of attitudes towards training, with some older workers feeling that 
they have ‘found the right level’ in terms of occupational status and skills. It has also 
been suggested that lower skilled older workers can retain negative attitudes towards 
learning formed during experiences at school decades earlier. Stuart and Perrett’s (2006) 
research with older steel workers found that negative views formed at school retained 
considerable power in creating a sense of apprehension around ‘classroom’ learning. 
Some older workers may face complex additional barriers to participation. Older work-
ers are more likely to suffer from long-term health conditions (Loretto et al., 2007), and 
some are required to balance caring roles for spouses and/or the children of younger 
relatives (Arksey and Glendinning, 2008).
However, the evidence also suggests that employers’ attitudes and discriminatory 
practices are key to understanding age-related inequalities. Loretto and White (2006) 
note how employers can hold prejudicial attitudes both favouring and discriminating 
against older workers, but there remain common stereotypes that they are less produc-
tive, less able and willing to embrace flexible working and more likely to take time 
off sick (Phillipson and Smith, 2005). Accordingly, as a result of stereotyping that 
pathologizes ageing as a process of decline, some recruiting employers apparently see 
older workers as a last resort (Quintrell and Maguire, 2000). In relation to training, 
research suggests that employers can see older workers as being more resistant to 
learning and generally less adaptable (McGregor and Gray, 2002). From a human 
capital perspective, employers’ reluctance to train older workers may also reflect an 
assumption that returns on investment will be limited – those closer to retirement 
may be seen as having less time to amortize training costs through improved work 
performance (OECD, 2005).
Finally, lower skilled older workers may find themselves stuck at the bottom of what 
appears to be an increasingly polarized British labour market – an ‘hourglass economy’ 
characterized by improved opportunities for those with the right skills but low quality, 
deskilled jobs with little hope of progression for those who lack formal training at the 
bottom (Goos and Manning, 2007). The hollowing out of established progression routes 
means that low skilled workers increasingly face the risk of becoming trapped in a 
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succession of insecure, low quality jobs (Grugulis and Vincent, 2009). If these workers 
have few or no opportunities to take up work-related training, then this will reinforce 
their disadvantage. So the employer and workplace context is likely to be crucial to 
understanding why some people become trapped in low quality work (Oakley and 
O’Leary, 2008). Certainly, for Taylor and Urwin (2001), the evidence that (especially 
lower skilled) older workers were more likely to have never been offered training by 
their employer suggested that the problem faced by many lay primarily in the workplace 
rather than in a lack of motivation or confidence. Given policy makers’ prioritization of 
promoting more equal access to training, and especially skilling older workers, it is 
timely to review the extent to which those over 50 (and other excluded groups) remained 
disadvantaged a decade after the period of the Taylor-Urwin study.
Methodology
The data used for the analysis were taken from the fourth quarter (October-December) of 
LFS 2007. The use of pre-2008 data means that results are unlikely to have been affected 
by the influence of the economic crisis that started in that year. The dataset contained 
information on individuals aged 16–59 (women) or 16–64 (men) and employed in Britain 
during the reference week (excluding the self-employed, those on government schemes 
and unpaid family workers). Of these, 766 individuals were removed due to missing data 
on our dependent variable (‘TRAINING’) leaving a dataset of 43,306 cases (with 21,625 
or 49.94% women). The analysis takes in all employees in work during the reference 
week, including those based at their then current employer for less than three months 
(approximately 5% of the total sample).
LFS respondents were asked: ‘In the 3 months since beginning [date] have you taken 
part in any education or any training connected with your job, or a job that you might be 
able to do in the future (including courses that you have told me about already)?’ (defined 
here as ‘work-related training’). Those who had not participated in such recent work-
related training were then asked: ‘May I just check, has your current employer ever 
offered you any training or education either on or away from your job?’ In the LFS data-
set, the variable ‘TRAINING’ is derived from these questions and therefore contains 
three categories representing those:
•	 never offered work-related training by their employer;
•	 not receiving work-related training in the preceding three months, but previously 
offered training at some time;
•	 participating in work-related training in the preceding three months.
The LFS dataset therefore brings together a general measure of recent engagement in 
work-related training of any type (‘participating in work-related training in the preceding 
three months’) with two measures providing specific information on whether individuals’ 
current employers have ever offered training or not. The method of analysis, ordered-
probit modelling (see below), allowed for the identification of differences in the chances 
of falling into each of these different categories among individuals reporting a range of 
characteristics. In using these three categories of information on access to training, and 
adopting ordered-probit modelling methods, the analysis followed a broadly similar 
46 Work, Employment and Society 26(1) 
approach to that used by Harris (1999) and Taylor and Urwin (2001) in previous studies 
of LFS data.
An initial descriptive exploration used chi-squared tests to identify variables associ-
ated with differences in access to, and the provision of, training (see Table 1 and dis-
cussion below). This provided some initial insights but further analysis was needed in 
order to explore the relative importance of the determinants. As noted above, a 
multivariate approach was used in the form of ordered-probit modelling. Various other 
modelling techniques were explored, ranging from simple binary logistic regression 
through to multinomial approaches including logit and probit models. All the models 
pointed to similar associations with training. An ordered-probit model was selected as 
it fitted relatively well and offered consistency with previous studies. In order to judge 
the suitability of the standard ordered-probit model we compared the log likelihood 
ratio to that of a generalized ordered-probit model. The generalized model gave only a 
3.2 per cent improvement over the standard model, suggesting that the parallel lines 
test was acceptable. The standard model was therefore selected given its clear benefits 
in terms of simplicity and ease of interpretation.
The specification of ordered-probit models assumes the existence of a latent variable. 
In this case, the latent variable was modelled using these three ordered categories, with 
the assumption that those receiving work-related training in the preceding three months 
had done so because training was offered to them by employers. Accordingly, the latent 
variable represents the propensity of employers to offer training, therefore assuming that 
training is supply-constrained (dependent on employer decision making). The use of this 
latent variable allowed for the estimation of the probability of an individual belonging to 
each of the three categories of the dependent variable. STATA 10.0 was used for the 
analysis. The default specification of STATA program (in common with many other 
packages) is to calculate marginal effects at the mean value of each variable. However, 
there were concerns that marginal effect results calculated at the mean could produce 
biased estimates of the overall average marginal effects, especially given that the model 
contained categorical independent variables. Accordingly, the user-written program 
‘margeff’ was used, which is able to produce marginal effect results by calculating the 
average of all individual marginal effects.
It is important to acknowledge the limitations of this study. Quarterly LFS data offer 
a relatively static snapshot of individuals’ engagement in training and cannot provide 
detailed insights as to how employers and employees make decisions about training, 
the quality and utility of training offered or the complex range of issues that can act as 
barriers. Furthermore, this analysis is limited to whether individuals were offered or 
participated in training, and particularly in their current job. Issues around the extent 
to which training was accredited, its duration and content could provide areas for 
further research. The influence of individuals’ previous engagement with publicly 
provided or employer-led training may also be an important area for further study. 
Nevertheless, the analysis of a range of data gathered by the LFS enables us to identify, 
and control for, many of the factors that may influence access to training; and the con-
sistency with which the survey has been executed over time means that changes in 
patterns of participation can be considered. For these reasons, the LFS data discussed 
below have regularly been deployed in previous studies of work-related training 
(Harris, 1999; Newton et al., 2005), and provide the basis for this analysis.
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Inequalities in participation in work-related training and 
the position of older workers
Participation in work-related training: some potential key factors
As noted above, previous studies have suggested that age is a significant predictor of 
inequalities in participation in work-related training. Certainly in 1997, as reported by 
Taylor and Urwin (2001), older workers responding to the LFS were significantly less 
likely to have participated in, or have been offered, training. However, a multivariate 
approach is required to account for relevant individual, workplace and labour market 
factors that shape experiences of training. Accordingly, our analysis deployed multivari-
ate ordered-probit models to account for the effects of a range of variables that previous 
research has suggested may influence participation in training, including (for a fuller 
literature review, see Johnson et al., 2009):
•	 educational attainment (see, for example, Blundell et al., 1996);
•	 occupational skills (Arulampalam and Booth, 2001);
•	 whether employment is full-time and/or permanent (Boheim and Booth, 2004);
•	 trade union membership (Green et al., 1999);
•	 individuals’ family/caring responsibilities (Harris, 1999);
•	 employer factors such as size of workplace (Arulampalam and Booth, 2001) and 
if public or private sector (Green et al., 1999).
Control variables for gender, ethnicity and region of residence, as used by Taylor and 
Urwin (2001), were included. The analysis identifies the effects of these different 
individual, workplace and other factors, as well as assessing the importance of age as a 
predictor of access to, and the chances of being offered, work-related training.
Findings on work-related training (1): who participates in training?
Taking the LFS sample as a whole, the majority had received some training – only 28.2 
per cent had never been offered work-related training by their current employer. Two-
fifths (39.8%) had not recently received, but had previously been offered, work-related 
training, and 32.0 per cent had received training in the preceding three months. This com-
pares favourably with participation rates at the time of the Taylor-Urwin study (in 1997, 
28.0% reported participating in training). A basic analysis revealed significant differences, 
particularly among those receiving work-related training (the differences described below 
were significant at 1% level using a chi-squared test). For example, women reported a 
higher incidence of training in the preceding three months than men (34.40% and 29.75%). 
A range of factors may explain this, including women’s increasing participation in public 
services and other service-oriented sectors of the economy that tend to report higher rates 
of training. As noted above, the accreditation, content and quality of training is not cap-
tured by these data, so there needs to be caution in interpreting these changes.
Finally, and importantly for this article’s interests, participation rates also differed 
significantly by age, with older workers less likely to train (26.3% of over 50s had 
participated in training in the preceding three months compared to, for example, 37.6% 
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of under 25s). However, it should again be noted that the participation rate appears to 
have increased since 1997, when only 18.6 per cent of over 50s reported recently engag-
ing in training.
Findings on work-related training (2): does age matter?
Tables 2 and 3 describe the ordered-probit models for men and women and the signifi-
cance levels of their independent variables. Tables 4 and 5 show average marginal effects 
(i.e. probabilities that an individual reported: never having been offered work-related 
training by their current employer; not receiving work-related training in the preceding 
three months, but having previously been offered training at some time; and receiving 
work-related training in the preceding three months).
Table 1. Participation in work-related training by age group (column percentages)
Access to work-related training Age group (%)
16-24 25-39 40-49 50-64
Never offered training by current employer 35.98 26.29 24.76 29.85
No training in preceding three months, but 
previously offered
26.39 40.61 43.31 43.87
Received training in preceding three months 37.63 33.1 31.92 26.27
Table 2. Ordered-probit model for male sample
Co-eff. Std. Err. z P>z
Aged 16–24 0.227 0.032 7.200 0.000
Aged 40–49 -0.104 0.022 -4.670 0.000
Aged 50–64 -0.237 0.025 -9.520 0.000
Reference: Aged 25–39
Member of ethnic minority group -0.025 0.034 -0.740 0.459
Reference: White
Degree or equivalent 0.148 0.028 5.220 0.000
Higher education qualification 0.167 0.034 4.940 0.000
GCE A Level or equivalent 0.005 0.025 0.190 0.847
Other qualifications -0.168 0.030 -5.540 0.000
No qualification -0.519 0.039 -13.200 0.000
Reference: GCSE grades A-C or equivalent
Primary, utilities and other 0.156 0.043 3.590 0.000
Manufacturing and construction 0.030 0.032 0.930 0.353
Distribution, hotels and catering, repairs -0.009 0.035 -0.270 0.790
Banking, financial and business services 0.167 0.036 4.690 0.000
Other services 0.258 0.037 6.950 0.000
Diplomatic, international -0.219 0.320 -0.680 0.493
Workplace outside UK -0.240 0.472 -0.510 0.612
(Continued)
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Co-eff. Std. Err. z P>z
Reference: Transport and communications
Private sector -0.155 0.031 -4.970 0.000
Reference: Public sector
Managers, professional, associate prof. and admin. -0.136 0.055 -2.480 0.013
Skilled trades -0.297 0.058 -5.100 0.000
Other -0.349 0.056 -6.240 0.000
Elementary occupations -0.523 0.058 -9.030 0.000
Reference: Personal service occupations
50 or more employees 0.207 0.018 11.550 0.000
Reference: Less than 50 employees
North East -0.100 0.048 -2.100 0.035
North West -0.105 0.037 -2.830 0.005
Yorkshire and Humberside -0.119 0.039 -3.060 0.002
East Midlands -0.054 0.040 -1.340 0.180
West Midlands -0.090 0.040 -2.270 0.023
Eastern -0.070 0.038 -1.820 0.068
London -0.163 0.040 -4.050 0.000
South East -0.078 0.035 -2.220 0.026
South West -0.045 0.039 -1.150 0.249
Wales -0.075 0.047 -1.590 0.112
Reference: Scotland
Married or cohabiting -0.018 0.021 -0.840 0.399
Reference: else
Employed less than 6 months -0.015 0.033 -0.460 0.643
6 months but less than 12 -0.092 0.037 -2.500 0.012
1 year but less than 2 -0.035 0.032 -1.110 0.268
More than 5 years 0.048 0.022 2.130 0.033
Reference: Employed 2 years but less than 5
Part-time -0.093 0.034 -2.770 0.006
Reference: Full-time  
Not permanent -0.224 0.043 -5.170 0.000
Reference: Permanent
No children under 16 0.006 0.020 0.320 0.750
Reference: Children under 16
Union membership 0.246 0.021 11.480 0.000
Reference: No union membership
/cut1 -0.772 0.078  
/cut2 0.395 0.078  
Number of observations 18,667  
Log likelihood -19,002  
% of correct predictions 46.62%  
Table 2. (Continued)
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Table 3. Ordered-probit model for female sample
Co-eff. Std. Err. z P>z
Aged 16-24 0.215 0.030 7.050 0.000
Aged 40-49 0.025 0.022 1.160 0.248
Aged 50-64 -0.036 0.027 -1.370 0.171
Reference: Aged 25-39
Member of ethnic minority group -0.037 0.034 -1.090 0.275
Reference: White
Degree or equivalent 0.156 0.027 5.750 0.000
Higher education qualification 0.224 0.031 7.300 0.000
GCE A Level or equivalent 0.059 0.025 2.370 0.018
Other qualifications -0.062 0.031 -2.030 0.042
No qualification -0.466 0.038 -12.330 0.000
Reference: GCSE grades A-C or equivalent
Primary, utilities and other -0.123 0.071 -1.730 0.084
Manufacturing and construction -0.159 0.053 -2.970 0.003
Distribution, hotels and catering, repairs 0.018 0.049 0.360 0.718
Banking, financial and business services 0.145 0.050 2.920 0.004
Other services 0.276 0.048 5.760 0.000
Diplomatic, international -0.065 0.372 -0.180 0.861
Workplace outside UK -0.167 1.062 -0.160 0.875
Reference: Transport and communications
Private sector -0.136 0.025 -5.420 0.000
Reference: Public sector
Managers, professional, associate prof.  
and admin.
-0.056 0.029 -1.920 0.054
Skilled trades -0.322 0.075 -4.290 0.000
Other -0.380 0.029 -13.040 0.000
Elementary occupations -0.648 0.037 -17.600 0.000
Reference: Personal service occupations
50 or more employees 0.131 0.018 7.390 0.000
Reference: Less than 50 employees
North East 0.048 0.047 1.020 0.307
North West -0.003 0.036 -0.080 0.935
Yorkshire and Humberside 0.016 0.038 0.420 0.674
East Midlands 0.008 0.040 0.190 0.848
West Midlands 0.028 0.039 0.710 0.476
Eastern 0.056 0.038 1.470 0.143
London -0.112 0.040 -2.810 0.005
South East -0.018 0.034 -0.520 0.600
South West 0.049 0.039 1.280 0.200
Wales 0.060 0.047 1.280 0.200
Reference: Scotland
Married or cohabiting -0.020 0.019 -1.080 0.280
(Continued)
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Table 4. Marginal effects for male sample
Never offered 
training
Did not receive, 
but offered 
training at  
some time
Received training 
in the last 
three months
Aged 16-24 -0.061 -0.026 0.087
Aged 40-49 0.032 0.005 -0.037
Aged 50-64 0.076 0.006 -0.083
Reference: Aged 25-39
Member of ethnic minority group 0.008 0.002 -0.009
Reference: White
Degree or equivalent -0.040 -0.017 0.057
Higher education qualification -0.046 -0.018 0.064
GCE A Level or equivalent -0.001 0.000 0.002
Other qualifications 0.054 0.005 -0.059
No qualification 0.182 -0.020 -0.162
Reference: GCSE grades A-C or equivalent
Primary, utilities and other -0.043 -0.016 0.059
Manufacturing and construction -0.009 -0.002 0.011
Distribution, hotels and catering, 
repairs
0.003 0.001 -0.003
Banking, financial and business services -0.045 -0.019 0.064
Other services -0.065 -0.035 0.100
Co-eff. Std. Err. z P>z
Reference: else
Employed less than 6 months -0.040 0.032 -1.230 0.219
6 months but less than 12 -0.015 0.037 -0.410 0.679
1 year but less than 2 -0.082 0.030 -2.710 0.007
More than 5 years 0.020 0.022 0.890 0.376
Reference: Employed 2 years but less than 5
Part-time -0.161 0.019 -8.340 0.000
Reference: Full-time
Not permanent -0.109 0.037 -2.910 0.004
Reference: Permanent
No children under 16 -0.023 0.020 -1.170 0.242
Reference: Children under 16
Union membership 0.236 0.022 10.930 0.000
Reference: No union membership
/cut1 -0.722 0.068  
/cut2 0.453 0.068  
Number of observations 18,914  
Log likelihood -18,827  
% of correct predictions 48.20%  
Table 3. (Continued)
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Never offered 
training
Did not receive, 
but offered 
training at  
some time
Received training 
in the last 
three months
Diplomatic, international 0.070 0.007 -0.077
Workplace outside UK 0.077 0.006 -0.084
Reference: Transport and communications
Private sector 0.052 -0.001 -0.052
Reference: Public sector
Managers, professional, associate prof. 
and admin.
0.044 0.003 -0.047
Skilled trades 0.099 0.000 -0.099
Other 0.120 -0.008 -0.112
Elementary occupations 0.185 -0.026 -0.159
Reference: Personal service occupations
50 or more employees -0.050 -0.030 0.081
Reference: Less than 50 employees
North East 0.031 0.005 -0.036
North West 0.032 0.006 -0.038
Yorkshire and Humberside 0.037 0.006 -0.043
East Midlands 0.016 0.003 -0.020
West Midlands 0.028 0.005 -0.033
Eastern 0.021 0.004 -0.025
London 0.051 0.007 -0.058
South East 0.024 0.005 -0.028
South West 0.014 0.003 -0.016
Wales 0.023 0.004 -0.027
Reference: Scotland
Married or cohabiting 0.005 0.001 -0.006
Reference: else
Employed less than 6 months 0.005 0.001 -0.006
6 months but less than 12 0.028 0.005 -0.033
1 year but less than 2 0.011 0.002 -0.013
More than 5 years -0.014 -0.004 0.018
Reference: Employed 2 years but less than 5
Part-time 0.029 0.005 -0.034
Reference: Full-time
Not permanent 0.072 0.006 -0.078
Reference: Permanent
No children under 16 -0.002 0.000 0.002
Reference: Children under 16
Union membership -0.062 -0.034 0.095
Reference: No union membership
Table 4. (Continued)
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Table 5. Marginal effects for female sample
Never offered 
training
Did not receive,  
but offered  
training at  
some time
Received training  
in the last three  
months
Aged 16-24 -0.061 -0.020 0.080
Aged 40-49 -0.008 -0.001 0.009
Aged 50-64 0.011 0.002 -0.013
Reference: Aged 25-39
Member of ethnic minority group 0.012 0.002 -0.013
Reference: White
Degree or equivalent -0.044 -0.015 0.059
Higher education qualification -0.062 -0.023 0.085
GCE A Level or equivalent -0.018 -0.004 0.022
Other qualifications 0.020 0.002 -0.022
No qualification 0.165 -0.023 -0.143
Reference: GCSE grades A-C or equivalent
Primary, utilities and other 0.039 0.003 -0.043
Manufacturing and construction 0.052 0.003 -0.055
Distribution, hotels and catering, 
repairs
-0.005 -0.001 0.006
Banking, financial and business services -0.041 -0.013 0.054
Other services -0.067 -0.041 0.107
Diplomatic, international 0.021 0.003 -0.023
Workplace outside UK 0.054 0.003 -0.058
Reference: Transport and communications
Private sector 0.046 -0.001 -0.045
Reference: Public sector
Managers, professional, associate prof. 
and admin.
0.018 0.002 -0.020
Skilled trades 0.110 -0.004 -0.106
Other 0.137 -0.025 -0.112
Elementary occupations 0.237 -0.057 -0.180
Reference: Personal service occupations
50 or more employees -0.036 -0.013 0.049
Reference: Less than 50 employees
North East -0.014 -0.003 0.017
North West 0.001 0.000 -0.001
Yorkshire and Humberside -0.005 -0.001 0.006
East Midlands -0.002 0.000 0.003
West Midlands -0.009 -0.002 0.010
Eastern -0.017 -0.004 0.020
London 0.036 0.003 -0.039
South East 0.006 0.001 -0.006
South West -0.015 -0.003 0.018
Wales -0.018 -0.004 0.022
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Tables 2 and 3 show a significant positive age effect for both men and women aged 
between 16 and 24, and a significant negative effect for men in older age groups, on 
having received training in the preceding three months (compared with the reference 
age group of 25–39). Men in the 40–49 age group were 3.7 per cent less likely to have 
received training than members of the reference age group, while the 50 plus male age 
group were 8.3 per cent less likely to report receiving training. Furthermore, men among 
the same 50 plus age group were 7.6 per cent more likely to report never having been 
offered work-related training by their current employer. However, older female workers 
were not significantly less likely to report receiving training.
Direct comparisons with the results reported by Taylor and Urwin (2001) should be 
treated with some caution, given that LFS data from 1997 and 2007 are drawn from 
discrete cross-sectional surveys rather than a single longitudinal research exercise. What 
is clear is that there appear to be similarly significant differences but a less strong 
marginal effect over time. For example, Taylor and Urwin found that the 50 plus male 
group of 1997 were 12.3 per cent less likely to report receiving training in the preceding 
three months, and 14.5 per cent more likely to have never been offered training, com-
pared with the same reference age group. There is one important difference regarding 
older workers compared with the Taylor-Urwin study – their 1997 analysis found that 
women over 50 were significantly less likely than their younger peers to report partici-
pating in training and more likely to report never having been offered training. Such 
significant inequalities were not present within the 2007 cohort. As noted above, these 
differences may be explained by the greater participation and concentration of women 
over 50 in the public sector, and in the type of service work (such as administrative 
Never offered 
training
Did not receive,  
but offered  
training at  
some time
Received training  
in the last three  
months
Reference: Scotland
Married or cohabiting 0.006 0.001 -0.007
Reference: else
Employed less than 6 months 0.012 0.002 -0.014
6 months but less than 12 0.005 0.001 -0.005
1 year but less than 2 0.026 0.003 -0.029
More than 5 years -0.006 -0.001 0.007
Reference: Employed 2 years but less than 5
Part-time 0.054 -0.001 -0.054
Reference: Full-time
Not permanent 0.035 0.003 -0.038
Reference: Permanent
No children under 16 0.007 0.001 -0.008
Reference: Children under 16
Union membership -0.062 -0.028 0.090
Reference: No union membership
Table 5. (Continued)
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occupations) that can have more formalized training routes. However, even if the 
degree of disadvantage appeared lessened, these findings confirm that employers 
were more likely to exclude some older workers from training opportunities. It may be 
that the influence of the stereotyping of older workers as less open to learning 
remained powerful in shaping employer attitudes (Phillipson and Smith, 2005). There 
is also evidence that employers’ training decisions are often influenced by the drive for 
short-term productivity gains (Kitching and Blackburn, 2002). Resources may therefore 
be targeted on younger groups that employers perceive as being more receptive to 
learning and having longer working lives ahead of them to amortize training costs 
(Weller, 2007), although in the latter case the reality is that length of tenure per employer 
can be lower among younger workers.
Findings on work-related training (3): other factors
Beyond the significant differences between age groups, individuals’ level of qualifica-
tion and occupational skills had the strongest effects in predicting participation in work-
related training. In line with the Taylor-Urwin study of 1997 data, the strongest effect 
was associated with holding no qualifications – male and female members of this group 
were 16.2 per cent and 14.3 per cent less likely to have received training in the preceding 
three months, compared with the reference group. Unqualified people were also 18.2 per 
cent (men) and 16.5 per cent (women) more likely to report never being offered training 
by their current employer. Even stronger, highly significant effects were associated with 
being in lower or unskilled work. For example, compared with the reference group of 
those employed in ‘personal services’, people working in ‘elementary occupations’ were 
15.9 per cent (men) and 18.0 per cent (women) less likely to report receiving training in 
the preceding three months. Those working in elementary occupations were also 18.5 per 
cent (men) and 23.7 per cent (women) more likely to report never having been offered 
training. So there appears to have been limited progress in combating the disadvantage 
experienced by low skilled and unqualified workers. Indeed, these findings were very 
similar to the Taylor-Urwin review of 1997 LFS data. This analysis concurs with evidence 
of a polarized, ‘hourglass’ economy when it comes to skill (Oakley and O’Leary, 2008), 
with a large group of skilled/qualified workers having access to continuous development, 
while substantial numbers of lower skilled people face deskilling or stagnation (Grugulis 
et al., 2004).
The analysis identified additional significant differences in training according to 
employment status. Part-timers were 3.4 per cent (men) and 5.4 per cent (women) less 
likely to have received training in the preceding three months than full-timers. Non-
permanent staff were also less likely to report having trained recently. The effects here 
were particularly strong among men, with male temporary workers 7.8 per cent less 
likely to have received training in the preceding three months, and 7.2 per cent more 
likely to have never been offered training. There is also some evidence that employer 
context matters. First, men in the private sector were 5.2 per cent less likely to have 
trained in the preceding three months and also 5.2 per cent more likely to report never 
having been offered training compared with their public sector counterparts. The findings 
for women were very similar. Those based in workplaces with more than 50 staff were 
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also more likely to have received training (by 8.1% for men and 4.9% for women). While 
these effects were less powerful than those associated with individuals’ skills/qualification 
levels (or age, in the case of men), this analysis supports the argument that those workers 
excluded from a primary labour market of permanent, full-time positions within larger 
organizations also have fewer opportunities for personal development and occupational 
mobility (Goos and Manning, 2007). Processes of polarization risk leaving these people 
trapped in low-skilled jobs that offer few escape routes by way of training or progression, 
and where the skills that they do hold are poorly rewarded.
Finally, both models show that trade union membership increased the probability of 
having recently received training by about 9 per cent. Male and female workers who 
were members of a trade union were also 6 per cent less likely to never have been offered 
training by their employers. These effects were significant even when controlling for the 
higher proportion of union members in the public sector, where participation in training 
is also more common (indeed, further analysis suggested that union effects were actually 
strongest in the private sector). Similarly, union effects were positive not just for older 
workers, but across age groups: 39 per cent of over 50s who were union members had 
received training during the preceding three months, compared to only 24 per cent of 
people in the same age group not in a union; but significant differences were also 
reported, for example, in the 16–24 age group (46% of union members had recently 
receiving training, compared to 35% of non-members).
Research has pointed to the valuable role that unions can play in supporting learners 
in the workplace through: helping to fund training; negotiating with employers to secure 
time off; and working to improve access to opportunities for excluded groups (Munro 
and Rainbird, 2004). In particular, the work of union learning representatives has ‘both 
revealed and stimulated a so far unappreciated large demand for workplace learning, and 
in many cases has effected a learning culture change among employees who previously 
would not have considered let alone been involved in learning’ (Findlay et al., 2006: 6). 
The evidence above supports previous studies that have demonstrated the importance of 
union membership and unionized workplaces in facilitating access to training (Boheim 
and Booth, 2004; Harris, 1999).
Discussion and conclusions
The Labour government of 1997–2010 was committed to encouraging older workers to 
stay and train in the workplace. An ‘active ageing’ agenda was justified given evidence 
of inequalities in access to training, with low skilled older workers among those least 
likely to participate, as evidenced by Taylor and Urwin’s (2001) analysis of 1997 LFS 
data. This article has used LFS data from 2007 to identify continuing inequalities in 
participation in training and to re-assess the position of older workers. We have 
demonstrated that a decade on from the Taylor-Urwin study, men over 50 remained sig-
nificantly less likely to participate in training. One of Taylor and Urwin’s key arguments 
was that older workers in 1997 were disadvantaged because employers were reluctant to 
offer them training opportunities, and the analysis above suggests that, to some extent, 
these barriers remained in place for older men in 2007. While there may be some evidence 
of a weakening of age effects, men over 50 remained significantly more likely to report 
never being offered training by employers.
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Part of the disadvantage experienced by these older workers therefore appears to be 
explained by employers’ decisions to exclude them from training. The negative stereotyp-
ing of older workers, and the bottom-line concern that they will have less time to amortize 
training investments, may remain powerful influencers of how employers ration access 
to skills. Previous research has identified complex and sometimes contradictory attitudes 
among employers, who may value older workers’ life experience but still view them as 
‘stuck in their ways’ (McNair et al., 2007) and lacking an appetite for learning (Loretto 
and White, 2006). Further in-depth research should explore how employers’ assumptions 
around age interact with attitudes towards different employee groups and other workplace 
factors to explain why some people are more likely to be excluded from training. What 
is clear is that policies that focus on encouraging older workers to stay and train in the 
workplace will struggle in the face of such socially constructed stereotyping, while 
attempts to sell a ‘business case’ for supporting older workers (rather than demanding a 
right of equal access to learning) are likely to fall foul of employers’ pursuit of what they 
see as maximum return on investment (Weller, 2007).
That said, the analysis above found no significant disadvantage among women aged 
over 50 in 2007. This may be a reflection of women’s increasing participation in sectors 
and occupations where training is more formalized, but this is an area that requires 
further study. It should also be noted that while LFS data can provide information on 
apparent increases in participation among older workers (or women for that matter), they 
offer little detail on the quality and content of that training, or if there are long-term 
benefits for recipients. Indeed, one of the most consistent criticisms of recent skills 
policy in England is that it has prioritized an increase in accredited training, but that the 
qualifications delivered have often offered low skilled workers little by way of career 
progression or return to earnings (Payne, 2009). There is a need for further research on 
the extent to which apparent gains made by women and (some) older workers in accessing 
training reflect real progress in career progression and/or prolongation.
This article has also highlighted other significant inequalities in work-related train-
ing, with the strongest effects associated with low educational attainment and working 
in unskilled jobs. There were other significant negative effects associated with working 
for smaller, non-public employers, being a temporary employee, and not being a mem-
ber of a union. These findings support the case made by those arguing that much of the 
British workplace remains polarized, with higher qualified workers in a core of secure, 
full-time jobs offered training and support, while many at the bottom are excluded 
from the skills opportunities that could help them to progress to better employment 
(Grugulis and Vincent, 2009). ‘The evidence is that skills development provision is 
often accessed by many of the most able, rather than those most in need, who are in 
fact often least likely to have access to opportunities’ (Johnson et al., 2009: 54). The 
sense of polarization in access to work-related skills is particularly troubling given that 
the hollowing out of previously well established training and progression routes means 
that there may be ‘no way out’ for many who find themselves trapped in low quality, 
low paid jobs (Boushey, 2005).
Policy makers have correctly identified promoting access to training at work as one 
way of encouraging older workers to stay in the labour market. Their concern over the 
need to promote training for lower skilled workers is equally justified. Yet the evidence 
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suggests that between 1997 and 2007 only limited progress was made in combating 
inequalities in access and participation. Further research is required so that we can better 
understand the range of individual, workplace and other barriers that combine to prevent 
some workers from taking up training. There is also a need for research on what works 
in overcoming barriers to participation, including the current and potential role of trade 
unions. However, it is clear from this study that employers’ failure to offer training is in 
itself a key barrier, and that older, low skilled and other vulnerable workers are most 
likely to be denied training in a polarized skills environment. While issues of motivation 
and confidence are important, strategies that address exclusion from training opportuni-
ties solely by focusing on the individual are not sufficient. There remains a need to 
challenge employers’ negative attitudes towards excluded groups and for greater fairness 
in providing access to training in the workplace.
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